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Introduction 

Ln expressmg thex vrews on the nature and conduct of nar. Clausewltz and Sun 
I 

Tsu factor m the human element more so than some other nuInary theonsts. Their 

beatment of the Impact of human factors 1s laudabk. especnaIIy as I[ relates to the 

commandmg general. Whrle neither neonst IS prescnpnve in terms of a cookbook for 

~1xa.r~ sua:egy. they both. rather alxractly, descnbe the mgrec:ents of xx ant thsx 

fnterrelanonship This paper assesses Clausewrtzran and Sun Tsuran pnnctples of war as 

they apply to Shaka of the Zulu, the South Mncan marnor and chref, with partxu1a.r 

emphasis on hrs greamess or rmhtary genius 

Background 

Shaka of the Zulu was born someume between 1785 and 1787, five to seven years 

after Cari von Clause~itz and died In 182Y, three years before Clausewttz. Shaka. as Lksas 

dmtomary wnh Iltheth\ka males of a certain age. was placed m an rnmatron age-regtment 

from u hich those in then late teens Nere called into nanonai seTvice In these regment~. 

they received nxhtxy tramln g, tended the king’s catde. kept the huts m good order, took 

part in organrzed hunts. and attended various ceremomal gathenngs. Shaka gamed 

prommence and recognmon for his mtellect and fightmg skrlls As a result of hts military 

I 
vtctones. he was named regimental commander by the chief of the .Mthethv.a. Dlnglsuayo. 

m ho took Sh&a and hts mother into his clan when the two were exiled from his mother s. 

I “From the start of ha mlhtary career wrth the LIthethLGa. Shaka WJS openly cnacdl 

of the old way of fightm g. behevmg that it was hiyhly meffictent for two xmies to lme up 
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about 50 paces apart and to throw spears and abuse at each other unal one of them lost 

’ heart.“’ With the advent of the stabbing spear Shaka revolunonlzed rmhtary tactics. He 

lenvisioned the ability to perform close in combat with thus mvennon. however. shields. 

which he created. for sheltenng the whole body were needed. He devised the Zulu attack 

formaaon which he called the bulI and horns whereby a strong body. usually composed of 

,semor warnors. made a frontal assault on the enemy, while the horns. composed of young 

wamors rushed out on either side 2 This close combat tacnc was so successfu1 that it was 

adopted r.xoughout the land and was t;le mm offensive tacnc emplq ed by the Zulu for 

the next 60 years In fact t-le bull and horns formatlon successfully defeated the Bnnsh m 

tie battle of Isandlwana m 1859 

Lnlke his predecessors, Sh&a belle\ ed in umt ersai conxmpnon. ?romonon based 

on ment as opposed to the tradltlonal fanuly member ascending to rank. centrahzed 

authority, and ngorous trarnmg Because he felt that the sandals worn 3y his v+mors 

hindered their mobility and speed. II IS said that Shka tramed them 111 ;nelr bare feet and 

toughened their feet to withstand the terram. Accordmg to Ian Knlgx 

Shaka s spy system was legendary and he seidom embarked on 
a campagn w~thouc thoroughly assessmg the strength. 
dqxxmon and. If possible. ntenuons of lus enemy He was an 
able strategist and mspued tactuxm. a ruthless and aggresave 
commander who w,as never afraid to stnke hard and fast. and 
who had an mstmcuve grasp ot tieldcmft whxh enabled hm~ to 
turn the terram to his .advantage When. m Iater years. he no 
longer took to the field hlmxlf he shared his plans w1t.h only 
h1.s most trusted comm.anders ’ 
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par for Shaka was lethal and unlmted. He beheved that unless an enemy Lxpxulated 
I 
completely and showed absolutely no spmt for battle they should be totally annrhllated.J 

Ln his quest to expand the Zulu natlon. ha enenues were either Med. subjugated or Just 

$nven away By the mxd-1820’s, Shaka had estabhshed control over the Xatai temrory 

-Yom the Pongola fiver in the Yorth, to beyond the Tugela River in the south and the 

Drakensberg mountarn escarpment to the sea.5 He accomplished what no other chief in 

the region could S haka created a powerful. centralized nulxa~~suc kingdom 

The i\ature and Conduct of War 

/ 
Sun Tzu and Clausewltz both vrewed war as a connnuanon of poIrc)r by other 

means Ii Sha<a s case his pollucal object was to expand his temrory As did Ieaders of 

European and other nanons. Shaka used war as the pnmary means to achlebe this 

objecnve Whereas Sun Tzu and Clauseula regarded the nulxary as aIways subordinate 

to poky the hne blurred u hen Shaka became chief of the Zulu For Shaka the nature of 

war was Ietxl and total which. In this respect align\ him more cioseIy with Clausewlu. 

yomever LII exammmg the conduct of war. Sh&a j snaregy and factlcs reside wxh both 

theorists His pracnce of close combat and mass concenuauon of troops are 

Clausewxzran In nature, however his rehance on mtelhgence. decepuon and surprise. and 

the mdlrect approach IS clearly Sun Tsulan Regarding offense and defense. l&e 

Clausewltz and Sun Tzu. Sh&a recognized :he suength of defenbe Jnd empioyed It onIy 

i 



I when warranted. however, to achieve his goals he realized the value of offense. All three 

amen emphasized maneuver and speed 

~Clausewitz on Military Genius 

.;\ gemus as defined by the Random House CoIIege Dtcnonary IS a person Rho 

strongly Influences for good or 111 the character. conduct, or desnny of a person. pIace or 

thing 
I 

The essence of rrulnary gemus. accordmg to Clausewln IS a combmsnon of 

mteliect ‘or the gifts of mmd: and temperament It encompasses courage. strength of 

body and soul. coup de oell, determmanon, presence of mmd, energy, staunchness, 

strength of rmnc or cxracter. fmess. and the facuky to grasp topograph? 6 These 

atmbutes are useful m suppornng both snategrc and tachcal objecnves. Clausewxz 

further snpulates that ** ..we WA never find a savage who is a truly great commander. and 

very rarely one who would be considered a n-ulnary genius. since tlus requires a degree of 

intellectual powers oe)ond anything that a pnrnmve people can develop. *- I will euamme 

exh of these points to demonstrate how Shaka meets CIausewnz crlterra for gemus, and 

thereby refute his assernon which restricts nulitary genius to civilized socienes 

I Accordmg to Clausewnz, courage IS the fast requirement of a soldier and may be a 

Ijermanent condmon. characterized as an indifference to danger. or a non-permanent 

condiaon . described as a feehng or emotron resultmg from ambmon. pamotlsm or 

enthublabm of any -and Shka’s courage was most assurediy a perm~enr condmon 

which not only manifested itself in battle but in his concept of cIose combat Without 



courage, IK IS mconcewable to me that his concept of close combat would have been acted 

$tpon His strength of body and soul 1s seen In the ngorous trammg demanded of himself 
/ 

,and his troops. Of parncular note 1s the shedding of theu sandals to harden then feet for 

sure-footedness and speed m battle. 

The next three components of rntlxa.ry genius. coup de oeL determmanon. and 

presence of mind. per-tarn to the abllxy to quickly recognize and sort through confbcnng 

data when faced wnh dtfftcult or unforeseen events, to make a decrsion and follow 

‘through on IL and to be resourceful tn the face of danger Though very few hard facts 

about me battle of Gqokh Hill are known stnce tt took place early tn hrs career, xt serves to 

+suate S haka’s possesston of the aforementioned atmbutes. The unforeseen death of 

the Mthethw a leader Dlngrswayo (at -he hands of his arch rival,, Zwrde; , genu1ne.y 

shocked Shaka. however. he was aware of the polincal and strategic tmphcanons.s -The 

whole of the Mhethwa confederacy wds up for grabs What’s more wnh the Llthethwd 

demoralized and confused. only Sh&s’s army stood between Zwrde xtd master) of the 

heart of Zululand * ’ Outnumbered two to one, Shaka. orgmzed his army first in a 

df e enstve postdon using the bull and horns formauon, then deployed advance parues to 

delay and disrupt the Ydwandwe assault. After a senes of frontal assaults by the 

Ydwandwe. tt 1s said that they formed Into a column to try and punch J hoIe m the Zulu 

d efenses. and Shaka muck with Ius reserve forces 

Shaka‘s Iegendxy feats attest to his level of energy md staunchness tn battle. 

Energy results from thx which motivates J soldier to xt m battle Stauncxress refers to 



reststance and endurance The Battle of Gqokh HtlI resulted in a stalemate aecause Shaka 
I 

resisted the mlnal Ydwandwean offensive and endured therr subsequent attacks tn spite of 
I 
I 
being outnumbered. Throughout hs m&try career Shaka e.xhlbtted firmness, the ability 
I 

to SUCK to his convtcuons. He truly believed that his bull and horns fonnanon was better 

than the uadmonal way of fighang and therefore had to convince others of Its ment. His 

I 
grasp of topography aided htm tn the decisive battIe with the Ndwandwe As the 

Ydwandwe advanced into Zulu temtory. Shaka fell back, talang his herds and gram w-tth 

bun, smce the Ydwandwe were foragers and expected to survtve m enemy temtoty by 

I 
lootmg Zulu gram stores and cattle ” Refusing to engage them in heavy battles, Shaka 

drew them further and further into Zulu territory across some of the most rugged terrain 

of Zuluiand where the Ndwandwe were finally defeated 

Strength of nund or character entatls self-control tn rimes of exce?nonaI stress and 

violent emotion 77-113 may be the weasest of ail of Shaka’s assets smce by nature he was 

short tempered However unlike the rampant and senseless destructron (\lfecane 1 he 

ysngated following the death of his mother. when Dmgrsuayo was murdered. Shaka 

seized the opportumty to unify the Tvlthethwa with the ZuIu. 

Clausewttz and Shaka were contemporaries. In ail probability he was unaware of 

Sh&a’s feats smce Shaka rose to power tn 18 18 and Clausewnz wrote his book between 

18 16 and 18 18 On War reflects Clausewnz thoughts based on his evpenencec and 

obsen atrons to that point L nless blended by mdlvtdual prejudices. Shaka of the Zulu 

I 
must be ;icknou Iedged for his rntll~y genlul Even wnhout Sh&a JS an example. I 

fupdamenrally dlsdgree wnh Clauseunz statement that ** _ we ~111 never rind d uvage 

h 



1 who 1s a truIy great commander since th.ts requires a degree of mteilectual powers beyond 
I 
anythmg that a pnmmve people can develop ” Greamess and genius are both relative 

terms They are attained only m comparison to some norm, therefore I mamtam that 

within the context of any group or society one can find someone wnh the tntellect who by 

far exceeds the norms and m turn has a revofuttonary effect on some part of the group or 

society 

‘Sun Tzu on Commanding Generals 

Sun Tzu regards the commander as aII-knoctmg especially as this relates to the 

enemy For a genera1 to be successfui he needs ttlsdom, credibrhty. benev olence, courage. 

and smctness ‘I Sun Tzu also adds that “it IS essentral for a general to be tranquil and 

obscure, upnght and self-dlsclphned .He alters his management of affairs and changes his 

strategies to keep other people from recogntzmg them”” He believes that the general 

should never revea1 his plans or intentions to the s troops Though Sun Tzu did not 

$rov lde the detail that Clauseuuz provided m descnbmg his atmbutes of m.tIuary genius. 

the two lists comctde m general. Smce the two hsts closely correlate. it IS not necessary to 

elaborate on each of the atmbutes tn this sectton. Sun Tzu’s attnbutes, however, did not I I 
precIude any pamcuIar group of people from possessmg the qualines of 3 great 

commanding general Sun Tzu’s descnpaons are more fi-usuaungly absuact In their 

pkesentation 



Sun Tzu’s collecnve umbrella of the ail-knowmg commander LS certainiy xfittmg 

‘of Shaka Shaka possessed the wisdom to know when and when not to fight. when to go 
I 
ion offense and defense. he understood the terrarn; and he rehed on Intelligence to learn as 
I 
much about the enemy as possible. Shaka’s final battie wrrh the Ndwandwe rather 

polgnanriy hIghlIghts his ablhty to change his strategies to keep the enemy off balance. 
I 
I 
Shaka did not subscnbe to the idea of keeping h.~s plans and mtentlons a secret 

Conclusion 

I Shaka of the Zuiu revolutiomzed warfare for the Zulu and other Xfncan cIans. He 

was a master strategist and tacticIan Shaka’s ablhty to envxlon the potennal of the 

stabbmg spear along with ha xnnovanons of the larger stield and bull and lams formation 

derived fr om h IS intellect. The dxlpline he lnsniIed HI his troops nvaied any army. By 

qny measure. Shaka possessed the essence of mlhtaty genius. Based on the fact that 

Clausetxxz began to revtse his lrutlal thoughts on war because of his reahzatlon that the 

d)nanxcs of war had changed since hu orlglnal “manuscrrpt.” one cJn oni! hope that neus 

of the great wamor Shaka of the Zulu would have pen this esteemed scholar reason to 

p?use and reassess his posmon on “savages” possessmg nulltary genius. 
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